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impact the genetic revolution has
had on our lives,” she says.
The Crick archive represents
the biggest single acquisition the
Trust has ever made. Some of the
controversial Crick material on
display includes documents
relating to the disputes that shed
light on the role of Rosalind
Franklin and includes a copy of
the now famous letter from
Maurice Wilkins to Crick. “Our
dark lady leaves us...” Wilkins
wrote, referring to her transfer
from King’s College to Birkbeck
College shortly before the
publication of the first DNA paper
by Watson and Crick in Nature.
Other correspondence includes
a series of letters from Crick,
Wilkins and others to Watson,
objecting to the publication of his
book, The Double Helix. Crick and
Wilkins were strongly against
publication and Crick considered
that his privacy had been violated
and that the book was nothing
more than unscientific gossip.
But the current heightened
interest in the events of 50 years
ago were not present at the
discovery. Crick and Watson’s
paymasters at the Medical
Research Council took little initial
notice of their discovery. In the
council’s annual report for 1953,
much space was given over to the
celebration of the successful
expedition led by Edmund Hillary
to climb Mount Everest and the
series of physiological
experiments the team carried out
to look at the effects of altitude.
Crick and Watson’s paper gets
the briefest of acknowledgements
alongside others coming from
MRC-supported scientists. And a
recent book about Britain’s
Institute of Biology also highlights
their failure to appreciate the
significance of DNA in the 1950s.
Time has certainly told.
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After completing a Ph.D. in the
laboratory of. A.S. Bajer at the
University of Oregon in 1977,
Conly Rieder spent several years
as a post-doc at the University of
Wisconsin (Madison). He worked
with Hans Ris and Gary Borisy,
both prominent in the fields of
microtubules and mitosis. In 1980,
he moved to the Wadsworth
Center, where he is currently Chief
of the Laboratory of Cell
Regulation; he also holds several
academic positions at neighboring
institutions, including the State
University of New York at Albany.
His major research interest is in
how vertebrate cells divide; since
1977, he has published over 130
papers on kinetochores,
centrosomes and spindle function.
What sparked your interest in
biology? Summers spent surfing
on the beaches of Southern
California or fishing around
Flathead Lake in Montana led to
an early interest in the outdoors
and wildlife. I entered the local
University of California (at Irvine)
thinking I would go into forestry,
but graduated with a degree in
Biology. Not knowing what to do
with my life, I went to graduate
school at the University of Oregon,
partly because of its excellent
Biology department, but also for
the terrific fishing and hiking...
While in graduate school I fell in
love with microscopy, dividing
cells and my wife. Looking back, it
is evident to me that the primary
impetus for my becoming a
biologist was that it offered the
path of least resistance. 
Have any key events helped
your career? Many, not the least
being rejection of a marriage
proposal in the early 1970s.
Working 30–40 hours per week at
fast-food joints to put myself
through undergraduate school
taught me terrific time discipline
and great study habits. In the early
1980s, a trip to the Marine Biology
Laboratory at Woods Hole led to
exciting discussions, subsequent
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collaborations and friendships that
last to this day. Also at that time,
Paul Gasek, producing a film in my
lab for National Geographic, sat
me down and taught me to cherish
and protect the images I created
of my work.
Would you recommend a career
in biology? Yes, but only for
certain individuals: those with a
real driving passion for some
aspect of the field. Research can
be a terrific and rewarding career.
There are few other respectable
professions that allow you to
travel the world, define your own
goals, meet and work with
outstanding minds, and discover
what no one has previously seen.
Of course being captain of your
own starship comes with a set of
awesome responsibilities to
others. It also requires a periodic
ego-check so that one does not
become a legend in their own
mind, and difficult to work around.
What advice would you give
new students? Learn how to
write, as that will be a big part of
your job in the future. Read the
early literature on your topic, as it
defines the basic problems and
can provide a basis for future
solutions. And if you cannot show
a continued passion for your
work, don’t expect others to get
enthused about it.
Which paper has influenced
you the most? This would have
to be the Mitchison and Kirschner
paper in 1984 on microtubule
dynamic instability (Nature 312,
237–242). This astute discovery
provided an explanation, which
has largely been verified, for how
the mitotic spindle is suddenly
organized from an existing array
of cytoplasmic microtubules.
What have been the biggest
surprises in your field? One is
the extent to which redundant
mechanisms have evolved to
affect important processes, such
as mitosis, and the way that, in
vertebrates, many or all of these
mechanisms can work
simultaneously. Another is that
kinetochores do more in mitosis
than attach the chromosomes to,
and move them on, the spindle;
that they are also the sites of a
cell-cycle checkpoint pathway
that controls progression through
division.
What discoveries are you most
proud of? First, the discovery in
1985, with Ted Salmon, of the
polar ejection forces — now
termed ‘polar winds’ — and their
role in chromosome positioning.
Next, the direct demonstration in
1990 that kinetochores capture
microtubules growing from the
centrosomes, which defined the
mechanism for chromosome
mono-orientation. Lastly, proving
in 1995 that the unattached
kinetochores on mono-oriented
chromosomes release a ‘wait
anaphase’ signal, and that just one
unattached kinetochore can delay
anaphase onset through the cell.
What are your current
ambitions? I’d love to write an
article for Scientific American on
cell division — something that my
lay friends could read and
understand. Outside of winning a
big notable prize, this is the only
way to convince them that I have
any scientific credence. Also, to
see my lab's photomicrographs of
dividing newt cells on U.S.
postage stamps. Of course, if this
actually occurred it would cost me
a fortune, since I'd have to buy
enough to last me a lifetime. 
What are the big contemporary
questions in mitosis research?
The most important to me is what
drives microtubule flux within the
spindle, and what role, if any, this
behavior plays in chromosome
positioning and motion? Also,
does the cell-cycle checkpoint
that regulates progression
through mitosis monitor anything
else besides kinetochore
function? I like to focus my
attention on problems that are
solvable during my lifetime.
What do you see as the biggest
challenge for the future? That’s
easy for someone with structural
interests: to achieve clean
molecular labeling at the EM level
without compromising structural
preservation. There is a real need
to see, at the molecular level,
where proteins are located in a
complex structure, such as the
kinetochore or centrosome,
without first blowing the organelle
apart, as is currently done. 
Any strong views on the peer
review process? Many, but only
a few I would share in a public
forum. Reviewers provide an
important service and should be
paid for their time investment.
They should also be proud
enough of their reviews to sign
them, and they should be
published with the paper. This
would help eliminate sloppy
reviewing and allow journal
editors more discretion. To
eliminate favoritism, reviewers
should critique papers without
knowing for certain who the
authors are. 
Any current peeves with
science? It has become a big
business with the associated evils
of making money. The emphasis
by departments and institutions
on multiple NIH grants for
promotions and tenure leads to an
inordinate amount of stress and
anxiety. How can something so
stressful remain fun, especially
when it only pays slightly better
than driving a bus? This emphasis
on multiple grants also leads to
less effective and creative
science, as it forces individuals to
claim priority by publishing
premature or incomplete findings.
Also, because of funding
pressures, time spent on failed
projects is often recouped by
spinning them into papers which
say very little.
Do you have any memorable
quotes? My favorites are: “Unlike
a fine wine, data do not age well"
(mine to students and post-docs).
“The cell is always speaking, the
secret is to learn its language”
(A.S. Bajer, to a young C. L.
Rieder during his thesis work).
“Even a blind chicken can
sometimes find a piece of corn if it
is put in front of its nose” (A.S.
Bajer, to C. L. Rieder, as he was
finishing his Ph.D.).
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